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September 18. 2025 – Agenda Item #9A 

 
22136707.3  

BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETING 

Agenda Title: Compensation Report for CEO/General Manager for FY 2025-2026 
 
Summary: 
The Board of Directors (Board) of the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency 
(BAWSCA) evaluated the CEO/General Manager’s performance during FY 2025-26 and found 
Mr. Smegal has been outstanding since assuming his duties as CEO.  Pursuant to the current 
CEO/General Manager’s Employment Agreement, Mr. Smegal’s total compensation will increase 
by 3% for the upcoming year.   
Fiscal Impact: 
The CEO/General Manager's current total compensation is $340,805, composed of a base salary 
of $306,550, an Agency deferred contribution of $26,455 and an annual car allowance of $7,800.  
For October 2025 through September 2026, the annual car allowance will remain the same, but 
the Agency’s direct deferred contribution plan contribution will increase to $27,268 (estimated to 
be the maximum allowable contribution amount under CalPERS regulations). The base salary will 
increase $9,412 dollars from $306,550 to $315,962 (an increase of 3.0703%). Mr. Smegal’s new 
annual total compensation will be $351,030 for October 2025 through September 2026.  Funds 
are available for the compensation adjustment without an increase to the total operating budget.   
Recommendation: 
 
This item is for information purposes only.  No action is required. 

 
Background: 
 
In accordance with the CEO/General Manager’s Employment Agreement, Mr. Smegal’s total 
compensation will increase by 3% on September 30, 2025. 
 
Beginning September 30, 2025 and each September 30th thereafter, Mr. Smegal's total 
compensation will be: (1) increased by three percent (3%); or (2) adjusted by a to-be negotiated 
amount with the Agency's Board of Directors based on a Salary Survey conducted by Agency. A 
Salary Survey may be requested by either Mr. Smegal or the Chair of the Agency's Board of 
Directors and may be conducted in the 2nd, 3rd or 4th year of this Agreement. If a Salary Survey is 
conducted in the 2nd year, it may be requested again in the 4th year.   
 
Pursuant to the Board’s previous authorization, the Chair will execute an amendment to Mr. 
Smegal’s Employment Agreement to memorialize the changes to his total compensation for 
October 2025 through September 2026. 
 
Attachments: 

1. T. Smegal Employment Agreement 
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EMPLOYMENT AGREEMENT FOR THE 
CEO AND GENERAL MANAGER OF THE 

BAY AREA WATER SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION AGENCY 
 
 

THIS AGREEMENT is made and entered into as of December 1, 2024, by and between 
the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency (hereinafter referred to as "Agency'') and 
Thomas Smegal (hereinafter referred to as "Mr. Smegal"). 

RECITALS 

WHEREAS, Agency desires to employ Mr. Smegal as the Chief Executive Officer and 
General Manager of Agency (hereinafter referred to as "CEO and General Manager''); and  

WHEREAS, Mr. Smegal desires to accept the position of CEO and General Manager 
pursuant to the terms and conditions set forth in this Employment Agreement; and 

NOW, THEREFORE, in consideration of the mutual covenants contained herein, the 
parties agree as follows: 

Section 1.  Term 

A. Agency hereby appoints Mr. Smegal to serve as CEO and General Manager, and 
Mr. Smegal  agrees to serve in this capacity, beginning on December 1, 2024 and continuing 
until September 30, 2027.  This Agreement may be extended thereafter by mutual agreement of 
the parties for one-year term(s).  Notwithstanding the foregoing, this Agreement may be 
terminated by either party as hereinafter provided.    

B. Nothing in this Agreement shall prevent, limit or otherwise interfere with the right 
of Agency to, at any time and in its sole discretion, terminate the services of Mr. Smegal, subject 
to the conditions of this Agreement.  There is no express or implied promise made to Mr. 
Smegal for any form of continued employment.  This Agreement shall be the sole and exclusive 
basis for an employment relationship between Mr. Smegal and Agency. 

C. Nothing in this Agreement shall prevent, limit or otherwise interfere with the right 
of Mr. Smegal to resign at any time from his position with Agency.  Mr. Smegal shall give ninety 
(90) days’ written notice to Agency prior to the effective date of resignation, unless a lesser 
period has been mutually agreed upon by the parties.  

Section 2.  Duties 

Mr. Smegal  shall do and perform all services, acts, functions and duties necessary or 
advisable to manage and conduct the affairs of the Agency as provided in the Agency’s 
enabling statute (codified at Water Code section 81300, et seq., as may be amended from time 
to time), further specified in the position responsibilities included herein as Exhibit "A," and as 
directed or authorized by the Agency’s Board of Directors. 

Upon assuming the CEO and General Manager position on December 1, 2024, Mr. 
Smegal will have the sole authority to bind the Agency. 
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Mr. Smegal  shall devote such time, effort, ability and attention to the business of the 
Agency during the Term as may be required to perform faithfully and fully the duties of CEO and 
General Manager.  Mr. Smegal  will not be employed by any other person or any other entity 
while employed as CEO and General Manager. 
 
Section 3.  Compensation 

A. Salary and Evaluation. Agency agrees to pay Mr. Smegal an annual base salary 
of Three Hundred Six Thousand, Five Hundred Fifty Dollars ($306,550), payable in installments 
at the same time and in the same manner as other management employees of the Agency are 
paid, effective as of December 1, 2024, for the faithful and diligent performance of the duties 
and obligations of the CEO and General Manager. This amount will be adjusted annually 
pursuant to Section 3.C. below.  Agency will conduct a performance review and evaluate Mr. 
Smegal's performance at least once annually no later than at the September meeting of the 
Agency's Board of Directors.   

B. Defined/Deferred Contribution Plan. Agency agrees to contribute the maximum 
allowable portion of Total Compensation under California law and California Public Employees 
Retirement System ("CalPERS") regulations applicable to CalPERS Public Employees’ Pension 
Reform Act ("PEPRA") members, to a qualified U.S. Internal Revenue ("IRS") Code defined 
contribution plan, deferred compensation, or equivalent account, selected by Agency, and 
agreed to by Mr. Smegal  The contribution under this Section 3.B shall be adjusted each year to 
account for changes to CalPERS and IRS regulations and codes.                                                            

C. Car Allowance. Mr. Smegal shall be entitled to an automobile allowance in the 
amount of Seven Thousand Eight Hundred per year ($7,800), or Six Hundred and Fifty Dollars 
($650) per month.  This allowance is not included in compensation reported to CalPERS, but is 
subject to Federal and California income tax. 

D. Total Compensation.  Mr. Smegal's Total Compensation from the effective date 
of this Agreement will be Three Hundred Forty Thousand, Eight Hundred Five Dollars 
($340,805).  Total Compensation includes base salary, maximum allowable portion of Total 
Compensation payable in Section 3.B for a given year and car allowance. 

E. Minimum Annual Raise of 3% & Salary Survey.  On September 30, 2025, Mr. 
Smegal's Total compensation will be increased by 3%, inclusive of base salary, maximum 
allowable portion of Total Compensation payable in the 401(a) Plan, and car allowance. 

Beginning September 30, 2026 and each September 30th thereafter, Mr. Smegal's Total 
Compensation will be: (1) increased by Three Percent (3%); or (2) adjusted by a to-be 
negotiated amount with the Agency's Board of Directors based on a Salary Survey conducted 
by Agency.  A Salary Survey may be requested by either Mr. Smegal or the Chair of the 
Agency's Board of Directors and may be conducted in the 2nd, 3rd or 4th year of this 
Agreement.  If a Salary Survey is  conducted in the 2nd year, it may be requested again in the 
4th year.   

Mr. Smegal's base salary set forth in Section 3.A. and Defined/Deferred Contribution set 
forth in Section 3.B will be adjusted based on the Total Compensation amount in this Section 
3.D beginning on September 30, 2025 and each September 30th thereafter. 
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Section 4.  Holidays; Vacation; Leave 

A. Holidays, Vacation and Leave.  Mr. Smegal shall be entitled to paid holidays in 
accordance with the Agency’s established holiday schedule, including floating holidays.  Mr. 
Smegal shall be entitled to vacation, sick leave, bereavement leave, jury duty leave and other 
leave required by law in accordance with leave policies established from time to time by the 
Board of Directors for all of its employees, except as provided below. 

B. Vacation Leave.  Mr. Smegal will accrue twenty (20) days of Vacation Leave 
each year.  Vacation Leave accrues beginning on the first working day of each month.  

C. Vacation Leave Accrual Limit.  Mr. Smegal may accrue up to 360 hours (45 days) 
of vacation leave.  Once Mr. Smegal has accrued a balance of 360 hours of unused vacation 
leave, no further vacation leave will be earned until vacation time is used and his vacation leave 
balance is reduced below 360 hours. 

D. Administrative Leave.  In recognition of the significant number of hours in excess 
of the regular work day that Mr. Smegal  will be expected to work on behalf of Agency, Agency 
agrees to provide Mr. Smegal with eight (8) days of administrative leave, effective upon 
execution of this Agreement and January 1st of each calendar year thereafter.  Administrative 
leave shall not accrue from year to year nor be subject to any cash-out provision.  

Section 5.  Retirement, Health and Welfare and Other Benefits 

Mr. Smegal shall be entitled to participate in all employee benefit plans applicable to 
other employees of the Agency including, but not limited to, retirement benefits as a PEPRA 
member through CalPERS; Agency deferred compensation plan(s); health, dental, vision, 
workers compensation, life/accidental death and dismemberment, and long-term disability 
insurance benefits; and retiree health insurance benefits, subject to the terms and conditions of 
any such employee benefit plan and any applicable Agency policies.  To the extent future 
changes are made in the coverages provided or employee contributions required, Mr. Smegal 
will be subject to those changes.   

Except as otherwise modified by this Agreement, Mr. Smegal shall be entitled to all other 
benefits, if any, accorded to other employees of the Agency. 

Section 6.  Other Obligations of the Agency 

A. Office, Supplies.  Agency agrees to provide Mr. Smegal with an office, suitable 
office and computer equipment, supplies and such other facilities and services (e.g., cellular 
telephone or other communication devices and services) commensurate with the CEO and 
General Manager's position in order to facilitate the performance of his duties. 

B. Professional Memberships.  Agency agrees, on behalf of Mr. Smegal, to budget 
and to pay for Mr. Smegal’s professional licenses and memberships in professional 
organizations and associations which are reasonably related to his duties as CEO and General 
Manager of Agency. 

C. Professional Development Activities.  Agency agrees to budget and to pay for the 
travel, meals, accommodations, registration and other expenses of Mr. Smegal for conferences, 
seminars, and such other occasions as are reasonably necessary for Mr. Smegal to fulfill his 
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duties as CEO and General Manager of Agency, and to further Mr. Smegal's professional 
growth and advancement.  Such expenses must be appropriately documented in accordance 
with Agency policies. 

D. Continuing Education.  The Agency will pay up to $10,000 annually for Mr. 
Smegal’s reasonable expenses related to attendance at continuing education courses relevant 
to his duties as the CEO and General Manager.  Agency payment of such expenses shall 
require approval of the Chair and Vice Chair of the Agency’s Board of Directors.  If Mr. Smegal 
leaves the employ of the Agency within one year of attending continuing education courses at 
the Agency’s expense, Mr. Smegal may be required to repay ½ of the related cost borne by the 
Agency. 

 

Section 7.  Termination and Severance Pay 

A. Termination Without Cause.  In the event Mr. Smegal is terminated without cause 
during the term of this Agreement and during such time as Mr. Smegal is willing and able to 
perform his duties under this  Agreement, Agency shall provide Mr. Smegal written notice of 
said termination, which effective date shall be at least ninety (90) days from the date of said 
notice.  In the event of such termination, Mr. Smegal shall be entitled to a cash payment of 
twelve (12) months of compensation based on Mr. Smegal’s then-current annual base salary.  If 
the Agreement is terminated during the final year of the Term, the maximum cash payment is 
his monthly salary multiplied by the number of months left on the unexpired term.  (See Gov. 
Code Sec. 53260(a). 

  Mr. Smegal 's acceptance of such severance payment shall constitute a full and 
complete waiver of any and all claim(s) which were known or reasonably should have been 
known by Mr. Smegal and arising under this Agreement.  In addition, Mr. Smegal shall receive a 
cash payment of the unused balance of any Vacation Leave and any other payments required 
by law.  

B. Termination With Cause.  In the event Mr. Smegal is terminated due to the willful 
breach or neglect of the duties she is required to perform pursuant to this Agreement, or 
commits any criminal act, or commits such act or acts of dishonesty, fraud, misrepresentation or 
moral turpitude as would prevent the effective performance of his duties, then, in that event, 
Agency shall have no obligation to pay the severance payment set forth in paragraph 7.A, 
above, nor provide the prior ninety (90) day written notice of termination. Mr. Smegal shall only 
be entitled to any unpaid compensation due to him as a matter of law, including the unused 
balance of any Vacation Leave. 

C. If this Agreement is terminated, any cash settlement related to the termination 
that Mr. Smegal may receive from Agency shall be fully reimbursed to Agency if Mr. Smegal is 
convicted of a crime involving an abuse of his office or position with Agency. (See Gov. Code 
Sec. 34243.2) 

D. In recognition of Mr. Smegal’s professional status, Mr. Smegal and the Board will 
prepare a joint public statement to be made at the public meeting when termination of the 
employment relationship is confirmed.  
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Section 8.  Other Terms and Conditions of Employment 

The Board of Directors of Agency shall fix any other terms and conditions of 
employment, as it may determine from time to time, relating to the performance of the CEO and 
General Manager, provided such terms and conditions are not inconsistent with provisions of 
this Agreement or law. 

Section 9.  Mediation  

Prior to Agency and/or Mr. Smegal initiating litigation to enforce the terms of this 
Agreement, or asserting any breach thereof, the aggrieved party shall serve a written demand 
for mediation upon the opposing party.  The demand for mediation shall provide that it is given 
pursuant to this Section of the Agreement, shall briefly describe the nature of the claim(s) 
sought to be mediated, and request that the opposing party respond in writing within a 
reasonable time with the opposing party's willingness to participate in mediation.  Such demand 
for mediation need not include the names of potential mediators, nor the proposed time and 
place of mediation.  If the opposing party declines to participate in mediation, the aggrieved 
party may immediately commence litigation.  If the opposing party agrees to participate in 
mediation, the aggrieved party may not initiate litigation until completion of the mediation, or 
reasonable and good faith efforts to schedule a mediation have proven unsuccessful. This 
Section shall be construed as a prerequisite to litigation and any litigation initiated without 
complying with this Section shall be subject to demurrer or motion to dismiss. 

Section 10.  General Provisions 

A. Notices.  Any notices to be given hereunder by either party to the other may be 
effected either by personal delivery in writing or by certified mail, postage prepaid with return 
receipt requested.  Mailed notices shall be addressed to the parties at the addresses indicated 
below or as changed by written notice delivered in accordance with this Section.  Notices 
delivered personally shall be deemed communicated as of actual receipt; mailed notices shall 
be deemed communicated as of three (3) days after mailing.  

To the Agency: Bay Area Water Supply and 
     Conservation Agency 
155 Bovet Road, Suite 650 
San Mateo, CA 94402 

To Mr. Smegal : Mr. Thomas Smegal 
360 Magnolia Ave.  
Piedmont, CA 94611  

 

B. Entire Agreement.  This Agreement contains all of the covenants and 
agreements between the parties with respect to the employment of Mr. Smegal as CEO and 
General Manager of the Agency in any manner whatsoever.  Each party to this Agreement 
acknowledges that no representations, inducements, promises or agreements, oral or 
otherwise, have been made which are not embodied herein and that no other agreement, 
statement or promise not contained in this Agreement shall be valid or binding.  Any 
modification of this Agreement will be effective only if in writing signed by both parties. 
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C. Provisions Severable.  If any provision  or any portion hereof is held invalid, void 
or unenforceable, the remaining provisions shall nevertheless continue in full force without being 
impaired or invalidated in any way. 

D. Headings.  The  headings used in connection with this Agreement are for 
reference purposes only and shall not be construed as part of this Agreement. 

E. Construction.  This Agreement shall be governed by and construed in 
accordance with the laws of the State of California. 

F. Waiver of Breach.  The waiver by Agency of a breach of any provision of this 
Agreement by Mr. Smegal shall not operate or be construed as a waiver of a subsequent 
breach by Mr. Smegal. 

G. Assignment.  This Agreement is not assignable by either Agency or Mr. Smegal. 

 
 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF,  the parties have executed this Agreement the day and year 
first above written.  

BAY AREA WATER SUPPLY AND 
CONSERVATION AGENCY 

 
 
By:_________________________________  By:________________________________ 
 THOMAS SMEGAL THOMAS CHAMBERS 
 Chair, Board of Directors 
        
 
       Approved as to form: 
 
       By:________________________________ 
        ALLISON C. SCHUTTE 

Legal Counsel 
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EXHIBIT “A” 
 

BAWSCA 

Chief Executive Officer and General Manager 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and General Manager is appointed by BAWSCA’s Board of 
Directors and reports to the twenty-six member Board. 

BAWSCA is a public agency that provides regional representative governance to protect the 
water interests of its member agencies, and their ultimate customers, that rely on the San 
Francisco Regional Water System. 

BAWSCA’s goals are: a reliable supply of high quality water at a fair price. 

BAWSCA’s CEO and General Manager is responsible for: 

Leadership 

1. Propose and reach BAWSCA’s goals. 

2. Develop and implement strategies to achieve BAWSCA’s goals. 

3. Deliver results on a schedule approved by the Board. 

4. Create a positive identity for BAWSCA by achieving results.* 

5. Provide leadership and management of BAWSCA’s activities. 

6. Communicate and work effectively with the directors. 

7. Represent the water interests of BAWSCA’s members with San Francisco. 

8. Collaborate and negotiate with San Francisco and other organizations. 

9. Build support from local, state, and Federal officials. 

10. Maintain relationships with allies and special-interest groups. 

11. Act as BAWSCA’s external spokesperson. 

Management 

1. Manage BAWSCA’s activities. 

2. Prepare and implement the annual work plan and budget. 

3. Appoint, train and manage BAWSCA’s staff. 

4. Administer the Water Supply Agreement between San Francisco and its Wholesale 
Customers, BAWSCA’s members. 

5. Safeguard BAWSCA’s financial resources. 

Other 

If appointed by the Board of Directors of the San Francisco Bay Area Regional Financing 
Authority (RFA), and if acceptable to the Board of Directors of BAWSCA, serve in the capacity 
of General Manager, Acting Secretary, and/or Secretary of the RFA. 

*BAWSCA’s identity includes perceptions of the Board of Directors, member agencies, ultimate 
water customers, relevant state legislators and their staffs, local federal legislators, labor 
leaders, business and community organizations, interest groups and media. 
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September 18, 2025 – Supplemental Correspondence 

 

BAY AREA WATER SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION AGENCY 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETING 

September 18, 2025 

Correspondence and media coverage of interest between August 13, 2025 and September 16, 2025 
 

 
Date:   September 16, 2025 
To:   Tom Chambers, Chair and BAWSCA Board of Directors  

Tony Estremera, Chair and Valley Water Board of Directors 
From:   Peter Drekmeier, Policy Director, Tuolumne River Trust 
Subject:  Substantial Difference between Valley Water and SFPUC Drought Planning 
 
Date:   August 9, 2025 
To:   Tom Chambers, Chair and BAWSCA Board of Directors 
From:   Spreck Rosekrans, Executive Director, Restore Hetch Hetchy 
Subject:  Bay Area Water Taste Test  
 
 

Press Release: 

Date:   September 16, 2025 
Source:  California Water Boards 
Subject:  State Water Board provides $2 billion to advance California’s water infrastructure 
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OFFICES 
San Francisco 
 
Modesto 
 
Sonora 
 
Mailing Address 
P.O. Box 3727 
Sonora, CA 95370 
 
Phone 
(415) 882-7252 
 
Website 
www.tuolumne.org 

BOARD MEMBERS 
John Kreiter, Chair 
Eddie Corwin, Vice Chair 
Eric Riemer, Treasurer 
Marek Robinson, Secretary 
Jose Borroel 
Cindy Charles 
Harrison “Hap” Dunning 
Eric Gonzalez 
Camille King  
Marty McDonnell 
Homero Mejia 
John Nimmons  
Iris Stewart-Frey 
Bart Westcott 
Brad Wurtz 
 

 
September 16, 2025 
 
Chair Tom Chambers and Board Members 
Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency 
bawscaboardofdirectors@bawsca.org 
 
Chair Tony Estremera and Board Members 
Valley Water 
Board@valleywater.org 
 
Re: Substantial Difference between Valley Water and SFPUC Drought Planning.  
 
Dear Chair Chambers, Chair Estremera and Board Members: 
 
In June 2025, Valley Water released its Draft Water Supply Management Plan 2050. 
Valley Water is planning for a future drought that is equivalent to the drought-of-record 
(1987-92) with a few adjustments that take into consideration potential impacts from 
climate change on water supply. 
 
The SFPUC, on the other hand, is planning for a much more severe drought. The SFPUC’s 
Design Drought combines the two worst droughts from the 20th Century to create an 
8.5-year megadrought. While the Design Drought is only two years longer than the 
1987-92 drought, the additional two years (1976 and 1977) were the driest on record, 
making the Design Drought significantly more severe. 
 
You’ll see from Table 3-9 in the SFPUC’s Long-Term Vulnerability Assessment (LTVA)1 
that a repeat of the 1987-92 drought at 240 mgd demand creates a deficit of 707 
thousand acre feet (TAF) for the SFPUC. Deficit can be thought of as water that must 
come out of storage. The 1976/77 drought creates a deficit of 594 TAF, which is 72% of 
the 1987-92 deficit. In other words, the Design Drought is 72% more severe than the 
1987-92 drought, which is what Valley Water is planning for. 
 
It would be in the interest of BAWSCA, Valley Water and the agencies that purchase 
water from both Valley Water and the SFPUC to hold a joint study session to explore 
whether the SFPUC’s drought planning policy is too conservative or Valley Water’s is 
not conservative enough. Being too conservative could lead to over-investing in 
expensive alternative water supplies, whereas not being conservative enough could lead 
to unacceptable water shortages. 

 
1 Long Term Vulnerability Assessment and Adaptation Plan for the San Francisco Public Utilities 
Commission Water Enterprise - Phase I (2021), p. 70 – 
https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-us/policies-
reports/LTVA_AdaptationPlanSFPUC_Phase1.pdf 

https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-us/policies-reports/LTVA_AdaptationPlanSFPUC_Phase1.pdf
https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-us/policies-reports/LTVA_AdaptationPlanSFPUC_Phase1.pdf
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TRT’s assessment is that Valley Water is much closer to the mark on drought planning. According to the 
LTVA, the return period (likelihood of occurrence) for the 1987-92 drought is projected to be once in 420 
years (see Table 5-1). While the LTVA did not include a return period for the Design Drought, based on a 
draft document that did include a projection, and then adjusting that figure proportionally to changes 
made to the known droughts, the Design Drought might be expected once in 8,000 years (details 
available upon request). 
 

 
 
The SFPUC’s Alternative Water Supply (AWS) Plan2 projects the SFPUC might need to develop between 
92 and 122 mgd of alternative water supplies by 2045. The cost would be between $17 billion and $25 

 
2 SFPUC Alternative Water Supply Plan, February 2024 – https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-
us/policies-reports/AWS%20Report%20Feb2024_web.pdf 

 

https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-us/policies-reports/AWS%20Report%20Feb2024_web.pdf
https://www.sfpuc.gov/sites/default/files/about-us/policies-reports/AWS%20Report%20Feb2024_web.pdf
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billion. Removing one year from the Design Drought would reduce the perceived need for AWS by 25 
mgd, saving $4.6 billion. If the SFPUC were to plan for the same drought as Valley Water, this would 
reduce the perceived need for AWS by 50 mgd, saving $9.2 billion. 
 
Please schedule a study session to explore the question: Is the SFPUC’s Design Drought too 
conservative, or is Valley Water’s drought plan not conservative enough? 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Peter Drekmeier 
Policy Director 
peter@tuolumne.org 
 
 
Cc: Mountain View City Council 
  Santa Clara City Council 
  Sunnyvale City Council 
  Milpitas City Council 
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August 9, 2025 

Thomas Smegal, CEO/General Manager 

Thomas Chambers, Chair 

Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency  

Re: Bay Area Water Taste Test   

Dear CEO/General Manager Smegal and Chair Chambers: 

Restore Hetch Hetchy commends BAWSCA for working closely with the 

San Francisco Public Utilities Commission to provide a high quality and 

reliable water supply to Bay Area communities.   

Restore Hetch Hetchy has long contended, however, that the quality of 

SFPUC water is not always superior to that of other local agencies and that 

water quality does not provide a compelling rationale for retaining Hetch 

Hetchy Reservoir and opposing the restoration of Hetch Hetchy Valley in 

Yosemite National Park.  

To test this premise, Restore Hetch Hetchy retained a University of 

Colorado “Capstone Team” to design an experiment, in which participants 

would be asked to compare SFPUC water to supplies delivered by the East 

Bay Municipal Utilities District and the Marin Municipal Water District. 

In a series of double-blind trials, 75% of respondents ranked either the 

taste of  EBMUD or MMWD water as preferrable to SFPUC water.  

The summary report is attached and its appendices are available online. 

Restore Hetch Hetchy is prepared to work cooperatively with the SFPUC or 

BAWSCA on any further such testing if desired. 

Sincerely, 

 

Spreck Rosekrans 

Executive Director 

  

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Roger Williams, Chair 
Virginia Johannessen, Vice- Chair 
Peter Van Kuran, Treasurer 
Mark Palley, Secretary 
Barbara Andrews 
Mark Cederborg 
James Fousekis 
Ann Hayden 
Lance Olson 
Craig Reynolds 
Lucho Rivera 
Mecia Serafino 
 

     

   STAFF 

Spreck Rosekrans 
Executive Director 

Julene Freitas 
Office Manager 

 
 

3286 Adeline St. Suite 8 
Berkeley, California 94703 
510.893.3400   
 

Tax ID  # 77-0551533 

https://bos.etapestry.com/prod/entityRoleHome.do?entityRoleRef=3493.0.3869772
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Bay Area Water Taste Test  

Restore Hetch Hetchy  

July 2025 

Overview 

Restore Hetch Hetchy is committed to restoring the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National 

Park while ensuring continued water and power reliability for all communities that rely on the 

Tuolumne River. 

Some opponents and skeptics of restoration have asserted that the quality of San Francisco’s 

water is exceptional, and that the City’s residents and customers will be forced to drink inferior 

water when Hetch Hetchy Reservoir is relocated and Tuolumne River supplies are diverted from 

other locations.  

Restore Hetch Hetchy agrees that San Francisco’s water is high quality, and we maintain it will 

still be good when Hetch Hetchy Valley is restored. We believe residents will experience no 

noticeable difference in water quality. 

To test this assumption, we conducted taste comparisons between San Francisco’s water and 

other high-quality local supplies from the East Bay and Marin County. The results confirmed our 

expectations. 

In a series of double blind taste tests, most respondents actually preferred East Bay and Marin 

water to San Francisco water. These findings indicate that water quality should not be a primary 

concern in debates over restoring the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park. 

Summary 

In 2024, Restore Hetch Hetchy retained graduate students from the University of Colorado 

through its Capstone Program to design and initiate a double-blind water taste test to evaluate 

preferences of Bay Area residents.  

In a series of trials conducted between June and October, the Capstone Team and Restore Hetch 

Hetchy asked participants to compare water supplies delivered by the San Francisco Public 

Utilities Commission (SFPUC, often colloquially called “Hetch Hetchy” water) with supplies 

delivered by the East Bay Municipal Utilities District (EBMUD) and the Marin Municipal Water 

District (MMWD). Participants ranked the taste of the three sources based on personal 

preference, with ties permitted. 
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A majority of participants preferred the taste of East Bay or Marin water to that of San 

Francisco. Out of 114 first place votes, 47 people (41%) selected East Bay water as best, 39 

people (34%) selected Marin water as best, and 28 people (25%) selected San Francisco water 

as best. The results challenge the perception that ‘Hetch Hetchy’ water is superior. See Figure 1. 

 

Methodology 

The taste test took place in 3 phases: 

1. In June, samples were collected at the SFPUC and EBMUD headquarters and from a 

Mexican restaurant in Larkspur (staff at the MMWD declined to provide samples for the 

test.). The University of Colorado Capstone Team, who designed the test, collected the 

opinions of passersby at the Rockridge BART station in Oakland. The Capstone Team’s 

Findings and their Methodology and Recommendations are included as Appendices A 

and B.  

2. In July, samples were collected from private homes in San Mateo County (90% SFPUC 

water), Oakland (EBMUD) and Fairfax (Marin). The samples were offered to passersby at 

Safeway in Oakland and in private homes. These samples were also sent to Tap Score, an 

independent lab, for detailed analysis (see Appendices C (SFPUC), D (EBMUD) & E 

(MMWD).  

3. In October, samples were collected from the same private homes in San Mateo County, 

Oakland and Fairfax. The water was offered to people attending Restore Hetch Hetchy’s 

Annual dinner on October 26 – as soon as they arrived and before they consumed any 

other food or beverage. 
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All testing followed a double-blind protocol: neither tasters nor test administrators knew which 

sample came from which source. Further, all taps were flushed before filling glass bottles, and 

all samples were kept at room temperature. 

Testing and Results 

A breakdown of the results from the separate trials reflecting the variability of responses is 

provided in Figure 2. Note that the exact mix of sources in any utility’s supply varies over time 

and location.1  

 

Discussion 

There are two fundamentally important aspects of water quality – health and taste. California’s 

large cities are fortunate that professional water agency staff regularly test and treat supplies, 

ensuring that their water is safe to drink.2  

Water delivered in Marin, the East Bay and San Francisco is not only safe, but tastes good due to 

its modest mineral content. Water supplies in the East Bay and San Francisco primarily originate 

in the Sierra Nevada and are augmented by local rainfall and small amounts of groundwater. 

 
1 On average, San Francisco derives 85% of its supply from the Tuolumne River. In recent years, however, 

the City has relied on local supplies and reservoirs in winter months so staff can do maintenance on the 

Mountain Tunnel – something customers rarely notice. 

2 Water in many small communities in California is not in fact safe to drink. See the Community Water 
Center for more information. 

https://www.communitywatercenter.org/
https://www.communitywatercenter.org/
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Water supplies in Marin come from local rainfall and groundwater, some of which is imported 

from Sonoma County. 

Some water experts have indicated they prefer San Francisco’s water for its “pure” taste. Others 

prefer water with a slight mineral taste (mostly calcium and magnesium), suggesting that San 

Francisco’s water may be too neutral for their palate. Too much mineral content, as is the case 

with much of southern California’s water, is generally disfavored. Figure 3, below, compares the 

mineral content of the samples used in the taste tests with values reported in water supplies for 

San Diego, Los Angeles and Sacramento. 

 

Conclusion 

When Hetch Hetchy Valley is restored, San Francisco will still rely principally on the Tuolumne 

River for the majority of its supply. Water will be stored in and diverted from Cherry, Eleanor 

and/or Don Pedro Reservoirs – with mineral content perhaps similar to EBMUD’s Pardee 

Reservoir. Customers may like their water even better! 

Restore Hetch Hetchy believes the reputation of ‘Hetch Hetchy’ water is overstated. We 

welcome opportunities to collaborate with the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission or 

other interested parties on future independent testing. 
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